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On March 19, government officials in Chile's southcentral Bio Bio province asked an Appeals
Court to apply the Anti-terrorist Law to any Mapuches who attack Endesa Chile, a subsidiary of
Endesa Espana, the company building a controversial dam on the Bio Bio river. Since the decision
to build the dam (Central Hidroelectrica Ralco), which the government says is needed to satisfy
growing energy demands, confrontations between the indigenous communities and the carabineros
(militarized police) in the Bio Bio and Araucania regions of Chile have left a trail of dead, wounded,
and detained and have brought international attention to the plight of the Mapuche people.
About 1.5 million Mapuches live in Chile. The Mapuche's struggle to defend their lands and their
way of life is now focused on the dam, being constructed on the Bio Bio River, 600 km south of
Santiago. The 570-megawatt dam, scheduled to begin operating in December 2003, mostly affects the
Pehuenche, the most militant of the Mapuche people.
On March 19, Region VIII (Bio Bio) Gov. Esteban Krause asked the Concepcion Appeals Court to
use the 1984 Anti-terrorist Law to investigate and punish those responsible for attacks on Endesa
property. The law, enacted during the dictatorship of Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990), provides
for stiff penalties and allows authorities to detain suspects without charges for long periods. It also
protects the identity of people who provide information about crimes and calls for special judges to
investigate the alleged terrorist activities.
Critics of the law say it is undemocratic and was used as a means of repression during the 17-year
dictatorship. Krause replied that, if the law is on the books, the government should use it when
necessary. "The government should make use of all norms that will help maintain public order in
the upper Bio Bio," he said. When informed of the legal action, Chilean President Ricardo Lagos
said, "It's one thing to apply the law, but it's another to say there is terrorism in the region. There
is a big distance between the two." Government General Secretary Heraldo Munoz said President
Lagos did not want to apply the Anti-Terrorism Law. He said Lagos prefers to confront the issue by
"fighting poverty, combating discrimination, supporting the cultural identity of indigenous peoples,
and investing in education."

Recent incidents widen gulf between government and Indians
Since beginning the US$540 million project, Endesa has faced fierce opposition from about 90
Pehuenche families who live on the banks of the river and whose homes will be destroyed by the
dam (see NotiSur, 1998-03-06, 1999-05-28). All but seven families have negotiated with the company
to move to new plots higher up in the mountains.
On March 5, police arrested 55 protesters near Ralco in what their lawyer said was a heavyhanded operation reminiscent of the tactics used during the dictatorship. A group of Pehuenches
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 53151
ISSN: 1089-1560

had blocked a road to prevent a truck transporting a huge transformer from reaching Ralco. The
Pehuenche organization Mapu Domouche Newen complained that carabineros arrested a Spanish
reporter who was covering the protest.
The reporter, Marc Serra I Torrent, was on a bus with two 70-year-old protesters, Berta and Nicolasa
Quintreman, when he was pulled off and detained. The sisters have become the symbol for the
seven Pehuenche families who have refused to vacate their land. Under Chile's indigenous law, the
sisters, who have the support of various national and international environmental groups, cannot
be forced off their land. Endesa has offered the sisters US$296,000 each, plus 70 hectares of land in
another area of their choosing, but they will not sell.
On March 17, attackers hijacked and burned another truck during more protests against the dam. It
was the third attack this month against Endesa vehicles. Endesa Chile has said the protests will not
delay construction of the dam and has called on the government and police to keep order.

Fear of violence grows
The government has tried to promote dialogue through the Corporacion Nacional de Desarrollo
Indigena (Conadi), created in 1994. However, the lack of an integral policy regarding indigenous
groups has increased tensions in the Araucania. Jose Bengoa, president of the Fundacion Nacional
para la Superacion de la Pobreza and former director of the Comision Especial de Pueblos
Indigenas, says the conflict has now become a "clash of state interests with the interests of the
Mapuche communities." The apparent creation of a paramilitary group has increased fear that the
already explosive situation would become further radicalized.
On March 17, racist, anti-Mapuche handbills began appearing in the Ninth Region (Araucania).
They said the objective of the "Comando Hernan Trizano" was to "stop the Mapuche aggression
against the farmers." The group's name seemed carefully chosen. Trizano, who fought in the War
of the Pacific against Bolivia and Peru (1879-1884), was a leader of the Cuerpo de Gendarmes de
Colonia whose cruelty made the "pacification of the Araucania" a war of extermination against the
Mapuche.
Conadi director Arnoldo Cayun called the appearance of the anti-Mapuche group troubling. "This
new situation is very serious, and it must be dealt with immediately," he said. "Otherwise, there is a
risk that very dangerous actions will be carried out that will be difficult to control."
Guido Girardi, president of the Partido por la Democracia (PPD), part of the governing Alianza
coalition, said that "the emergence of this ultra-reactionary group is like throwing gasoline on a
bonfire."
PPD Sen. Roberto Munoz Barra said the situation could easily become "unmanageable." He said
that, in the climate of threats, uncertainty, and insecurity, with responsibility shared by the farmers,
the Mapuches, and the government, an escalation of violence could easily occur. Munoz said the
lack of job opportunities and the lack of land have bred frustration and discontent among the
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Mapuche, while the farmers are prone to react in anger and bitterness to protect their property. In
this situation, the authorities have been unable to resolve the problems. The senator also faulted
Endesa for being arrogant and overbearing.

Lagos rejects accusations of terrorism
Some companies that operate in the region, such as the Corporacion de la Madera (Corma) and
the Sociedad Nacional de Agricultura (SNA), say that the rule of law is at risk and they warn of an
"escalation of terrorism." Corma executives called on the Interior Ministry to apply the Anti-terrorist
Law to Mapuches implicated in the violence in the Araucania. Lagos said only a few Mapuche
communities have participated in acts of violence. "We cannot as a policy condemn an entire ethnic
group when the vast majority are for negotiation and dialogue," he said.
Partido Democrata Cristiano (PDC) Sen. Jorge Lavandero said the causes of the Mapuche social
explosion include discrimination as well as the crushing poverty in which they live. Lavandero said
the region is the most impoverished in the country and has double the national infant mortality
rate. He said the educational achievement of children in the region is only 35% of that of the rest
of Chilean students, often because the schools lack potable water and electricity. He said that 80%
of the 80,000 to 90,000 landowners in the region have less than three hectares of land not enough
on which to produce a subsistence living. Lavandero also blamed the multinational corporations
that operate in the region but do not pay taxes. As an example, of 47 companies involved in copper
mining, 44 declared losses to avoid paying taxes in Chile, he said.
On March 19, Lagos announced several measures aimed at resolving the conflict. He promised to
work harder for constitutional reforms to give more recognition to indigenous peoples. Lagos said
the government would invest US$130 million in projects presented by 650 indigenous communities
that lack access to education, health, and other services. Lagos named undersecretary of planning
Jaime Eduardo Andrade Guenchocoy as executive coordinator of indigenous policies and programs.
He will be the link between Conadi, the Ministries of Planning and Interior, and the indigenous
communities. As the problems in southern Chile are discussed in the capital, the Mapuche people,
with their slogan, "Fight to the death," seem determined to impede construction of the Central
Hidroelectrica Ralco.

-- End --
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